s a university lecturer and consultant in the area of organizational change and innovation, I have found my students Srivastva, Fry, and Associates' (1992) volume on the topic of organizational "continuity" to be a refreshing relief from the academic and practical preoccupation with organizational "change." Although the concept was appealing, specific examples of how continuity might be valued, upheld, and otherwise developed in organizational settings were scarce. A few examples may be found, however. For example, Bouwen and Overlaet (2001) described a case of managing continuity in the Belgian offices of a multinational pharmaceutical company. This article offers another example of how the rather vague concept of managing continuity might be applied in an organizational setting, including my reflections on how I came to discover threads of continuity within an organization experiencing what seemed to be quite a radical change in shift work. The story takes place at a can manufacturing factory in the provincial town of Hastings, New Zealand. Prior to its current ownership by an Australasian firm, the can maker was part of a company that has a long history and is an icon in New Zealand, and that is now owned by the international food giant, Heinz. For more background on the Australasian firm Amcor and the intervention discussed below, including a discussion on managing continuity in New Zealand, see Kolb (2002) .
FROM "MANAGING CHANGE" TO
"MANAGING CONTINUITY" Srivastva et al. (1992) suggested that novelty and transition are two key agendas of today's social systems and that managing continuity is an emerging and critical third agenda. In that volume, Fry and Srivastva (1992) defined continuity as "the connectedness over time among organizational efforts and a sense or experience of ongoingness that links the past to the 180 ♦ ♦ ♦ present and the present to future hopes and ideals" (p. 2). I must admit that just as in most consulting engagements, when I was initially contacted by the senior manager of Amcor, I focused on the organizational change issues presented to me. I didn't necessarily think about continuity at all. It was only later, as I was thinking about learning exercises that might assist Amcor employees, that I realized I was at a loss as to how to help participants discuss their views on the change without turning the session into what might be considered a "therapy" session, which most would resist. Part of their resistance would be due to the educational levels of the plant workers, who understandably might easily dismiss any attempts to unlock emotions regarding the change as academic "waffle" or management manipulation.
In thinking of an appropriate intervention, I remembered an activity that a colleague of mine, Judith McMorland, had once facilitated at a departmental retreat. Essentially, we introduced ourselves to the group in the order in which we had arrived in the department. The exercise seemed to be part icebreaker and part sociodrama; it was very interesting to observe and not very threatening to participants. The activity seemed to meet my need for a simple, nonthreatening way to explore some history of the plant as part of a change-management intervention.
With this activity in mind, my own intentions became more oriented toward helping to manage the shift change in the plant by using rather than denying or discounting the plant's long and successful history. So, in this case, managing organizational continuity meant simply the management of change, through which the desired state of newness was developed with a conscious recognition of salient aspects from the "old" or existing organization, in particular its core values, stories, traditions, and shared meaning of the past. As Bouwen and Overlaet (2001) describe it, "There is no continuity without appreciation of the past. People will experience continuity when they can recognise the past in their present actions and intentions for the future" (p. 34).
TALES OF CONTINUITY
Several simultaneous changes were being introduced at Amcor within one year. First, there were work flow and safety changes. Second, to support operational improvements, statistical data were made more readily available around the plant, so everyone had more feedback on Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). Third, plant efficiency was linked to a gain share incentive program, through which employees received bonuses for plant efficiency rates over a certain target percentage. Importantly, the first targets were obtainable. This facilitated "early wins" for everyone rather than frustration with overly ambitious benchmarks. Fourth, with expanded capacity needs, new staff had to be recruited. Fifth, a new shift pattern was introduced, changing from a 5-day, 8-hour, 3-shifts arrangement to a 12-hour, 4-day-on/ 4-day-off shift system. Finally, staff development was required to orient new staff, increase communication processes, and manage the transition from the "old" ways of doing things to the "new" ways. This process needed to reinforce the team concept that had been successfully introduced and had become entrenched in the plant culture.
My teaching and consulting associate, Joline Francoeur, and I designed a 2-day experiential learning-based organizational development program to be attended by every member of the 100+ staff in newly formed shift teams to coincide with the changeover in shift systems. The first day involved a variety of group initiative and team development activities. On the morning of the second day, we assembled each shift group of 30+ participants in a circle of chairs. Then, to begin the exercise, I would ask who of the group assembled had been with the company the longest. With grins and nods, as well as the inevitable comments about age, the group would identify the "old timer," whom I would then invite to sit in the chair next to mine. Taking on an interviewer's role, I began by asking the longest-serving worker questions like when he or she came to the plant, what he or she remembered about the first day on the job, what the place was like in those days, and so on. After this short interview of 5 to 10 minutes, I would ask the next longest-serving member to come forward and sit in the chair next to the first interviewee. This, of course, meant people were moving around the circle to vacate and refill chairs, which was fine and created an extra sense of dynamism to the exercise.
Because staff retention had been high at the plant over the years, there were some individuals who had worked in it for decades. Moreover, there were several members and generations of families who had worked at the plant-in other words, mothers and fathers and daughters and sons. I recall laughing to the point of tears because humor and laughter accompanied many of the stories. Afew stories were sad, too, Kolb / SEEKING CONTINUITY 181 but very few were bitter or full of complaintalthough both would have been acceptable and even expected prior to the event. Overall, the stories connected older workers with younger ones, because the senior staff's experience was clear just as the newer staff's enthusiasm was equally clear. One fact that surfaced was that the shift changes, which at one level seemed dramatic, were, in retrospect (as viewed through the stories told), a return to similar shift patterns that some employees remembered from the past. The "new" was, in fact, not "new" at all.
Discovering that the so-called radical shift change had been actually in place once before in this same plant made me think about how the manager and myself, as change agents, had been unaware of a fact that could be considered basic background information and highly relevant in relation to our efforts to manage the shift change. It is not the error of omission itself that is worrying, but more so the inattention we all as practitioners pay to what has gone before us in organizations. It is even more humbling to recall that the way to get the information was not through complicated consulting models but through simply asking those in the environment a little about their history.
At Amcor, through the collective story activity, I believe that participants gained perspective on the proposed changes and that this perspective not only greatly reduced resistance to change but also provided a link between staff members across the years of experience and differences in their respective backgrounds. In that sense, it honored not only history but also diversity within the organization.
LEARNING FROM THE EXPERIENCE
There were several things I learned and some things I would do differently since my experience at Amcor. First, the intervention was not overly complicated. Indeed, the storytelling activity, like many good organizational development (OD) initiatives, was extremely straightforward. The key ingredient was the participants' stories, which they could access with little preparation and, indeed, with little prompting. For us as facilitators, what was required was simply the courage, nerve, and/or confidence to get groups to do what seems at first to be almost too simple. In fact, it did seem incredibly simplistic at first. However, we soon found this technique to be nothing short of profound! It helped link the past to the present and the present to the future, but it did so without the levels of anxiety and apprehension we might have expected from other techniques such as asking individuals to "share their feelings about the shift change with the group." Second, we (including the OD practitioners, the managers of the organization, and, I suspect, many participants) discovered an unexpected and important fact from the organization's history that had direct bearing on the current organizational change. This was the fact that equally radical, if not identical, shift changes were part of the organization's history. And in that light, those who had lived that history gained rather than lost status in the change process being suggested. This direct experience, and the reminder of it through the exercise, shifted the experiential power base of senior workers, because they had literally "been there, done that" and their bosses had not. By contrast, as the circle of stories unfolded, the proposed change seemed to lose some of its status relative to the workers. Yes, it was still a change, but it was not as significant as changes of the past. It thereby seemed less radical, more "doable."
Finally, it seems that change that is managed or facilitated with continuity in mind may have surprising results. For example, in the Amcor case, we expected older workers to resist the change in shift patterns and younger workers to adjust more readily. In actual fact, although the change was generally successful for the majority of the plant's workers, it was the older workers who were more likely to use the shift change to develop positive lifestyle changes (hobbies, sports, retreats to second properties, and so on), whereas some members of the younger cohort struggled to meet the social needs of their younger families around the 4-on/4-off work shift pattern.
As an academic but certainly not a narrative specialist, I learned from the Amcor case the power of storytelling, especially the power of creating a collective story. As organizational change practitioners, we found that the storytelling exercise allowed us to explore the abstract concept of organizational continuity in an applied setting, the result of which was a positive experience for us and for participants in the exercise. I believe the lesson for managers is that, in taking the history of their organizations seriously, they may discover that what they considered a "radical" or "revolutionary" "transformation" may not be that at all when compared with changes in the past. Moreover, they might reconsider how they describe and initiate change, and they might focus on linking today's changes with yesterday's change efforts rather 182 JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT INQUIRY / June 2003 than attempt to achieve recognition by asserting the unique and different nature of the changes they are proposing. Developing a narrative story of organizational change will not come naturally to all managers, but with practice, effective communicators might learn to better link proposed organizational changes to an honest account (i.e., story) of their organization's past. On one hand, the management of continuity may be somewhat more challenging for managers, but, on the other hand, it may in fact require less of managers than playing the ambitious roles and enormous pressures of being "change masters" or "transformational leaders" within their organizations.
Continuity may be more or less of an issue for certain industries. For example, in the technology industry during the technology boom of the late 1990s, the collective story of many firms was one of discontinuous, uncharted, unprecedented, radical change. Now, postboom, there seems to be evolving a story with considerably more continuity, in other words that the new technology-based economy is not essentially different from "old" economy business (Porter, 2001 ). The two are linked, connected, and more similar than different; moreover, the linking stories and continuities are still evolving.
So how has this affected my thinking and practice? To be honest, I have not had a client since Amcor with issues suggesting a repeat of the exercise described above. Nor have I been able to design a better or alternative approach to seeking and supporting continuity in an organizational setting. I am, nonetheless, confident that both opportunities and ideas will come to me. I also hope that by sharing my experience, others will repeat this exercise and/or embellish and improve it. And of course, other approaches to managing continuity must be out there in practice around the world, so it would be nice if other practitioners would share their experience in this and other channels. I look forward to developments in what I have found to be a profoundly important aspect of organizational development.
CONCLUSION
Organizational change often focuses on present problems or on future goals and aspirations. The experience described here reminded me of the danger of separating the present and future from the past and of the potency of discovering organizational continuity. Afocus and infatuation with "newness" can lead managers and consultants to deny the organizational past. But organizational members don't forget the past, and as humans we all need some connection between the realities of past, present, and future. In many organizations, change has become so taken for granted that managing it no longer requires substantial courage or leadership. In contrast, managing continuity-linking the past, present, and future to help others make sense of current changes and/or future aspirationsrequires patient, insightful, and enlightened leadership. My belief is that when faced with risk and uncertainty, it is no longer sufficient for leaders, managers, and change agents to proclaim the need for change, but rather they must foster and develop continuity in an ever-changing world.
